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HIDDEN FIGURES REVIEW 
 
By Stanton Pruitt 
 
“Every time we have a chance to move ahead, they move the 
finish line.” 
 
Hidden Figures, directed by Theodore Melfi, is a bio-drama 
about three courageous African-American women breaking social 
barriers in the dynamic field of space travel in the 1960s. It is loosely 
based off the book, Hidden Figures: The American Dream and the 
Untold Story of the Black Women Mathematicians Who Helped Win the 
Space Race, by Margot Lee Shetterly. It is a heartwarming, albeit 
predictable, celebration of genius, individualism, and courage. Melfi and 
Allison Schroede adapted the book into a screenplay that takes some 
considerable liberties with the source material. The message of the movie 
is conveyed with force, however, despite some historical inaccuracies 
and narrative flaws.  
 Melfi invites us to a world that has very different animosities 
than what we struggle with today. The conflict in this time period is 
fascinating. Period accurate race relations, gender role stereotypes, and 
Russian tension adds significant heft and variance in the storyline. The 
setting really does place the audience into a time where women and 
“colored” people were treated very differently, and it is believable from 
start to finish. Langley, Virginia is vibrant and presented with a great 
attention to detail. Accents, clothing, cars, and church services are all 
detailed accurately according to era and location, and delightfully so. The 
look and feel of the film is obviously modern, but with a retro setting. 
Pharell Williams matches this tone by bringing us a delightfully 
energetic soundtrack. Retro wave modern rhythm and blues is mixed 
with 1960’s soul. The feature single, Running, punctuates the film 
perfectly with story-relevant energy and vibe.  
 The cinematography is the biggest surprise in this relatively low 
budget ($25 Million) film. Cinematographer Mandy Walker frames 
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powerful moments with gusto and establishing shots with great care and 
detail. It is unique due to its focus on symmetry and lighting. Dozens of 
wide angle shots with a centered object or character are beautiful and 
match the 1960’s aesthetic. Walker worked with the costume and 
production team and used lighting techniques on 35 mm film to create a 
“Kodachrome” look. It showcases the time-period-accurate style of the 
rooms inside of NASA, and details vibrant sets for our characters to 
operate in. I was almost taken aback by the depth of the camera work in 
this biopic. 
 Taraji P. Henson plays Katherine Johnson, the main protagonist 
in the film, and she is accompanied by Octavia Spencer as Dorothy 
Vaugh and Janelle Monáe as Mary Jackson. Octavia Spencer was 
nominated for the Best Supporting Actress Academy Award for her role. 
These three women are undoubtedly the highlight of the film. Their 
dialogue is buoyant and humorous, and they play off of each other 
smoothly. The script is slightly corny, peppy, and sometimes powerful. 
We could be simply observing a conversation between three best friends 
in a few scenes. Henson stands out in some scenes as Katherine Johnson, 
delivering some compelling speeches with passion. She carries the lead 
role with confident capability and subtle charisma. Also excelling is 
Kevin Costner, as fictional head of the Space Task Group at Langley 
Research Center, Al Harrison. Costner is understated, slightly gruff, and 
altogether likeable. His character provides much needed relief from the 
rest of the men portrayed in the film, who seem to exclusively antagonize 
our leads. Costner is an everyday hero in this story, and someone the 
audience, and the main characters, can rally behind. The unbearable lead 
engineer Paul Stafford, portrayed by the inches-from-unbearable Jim 
Parsons, is flat. His character has very little depth, and his lines are 
consistently weakly executed. He is the main antagonist, characterizing 
both desperation to keep his job and overstated bigotry aimed at a 
woman who exhibits exceptional intelligence. Other supporting cast 
members include up and coming star Mahershala Ali, Kirsten Dunst, and 
Glen Powell, who are all excellent.  
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 The story is split between our three “hidden figures” but focuses 
on the promotion and subsequent achievements of Katherine Johnson. 
Johnson is responsible for calculating launch coordinates and trajectory 
for an Atlas rocket in the Space Task Group Headquarters, and she is met 
with adversity in the form of bigotry. She uses the “colored” restroom a 
quarter mile away and has to make her own “colored” coffee. Johnson’s 
personal perseverance and progress in her hostile environment is 
inspiring. Her relationship with Jim Johnson is also charming. The other 
two hidden figures are compelling as well, but significantly less so. 
Dorothy faces challenges with her female boss who denies her deserved 
promotions, and Mary finds herself blocked by Virginia’s Jim Crow laws 
from becoming a NASA engineer. These two storylines, while mildly 
interesting, only restate the common themes of the movie twice more. 
Both characters are fiery and dynamic, but their storylines slow the pace 
of the film significantly. 
 The pacing and predictability of the film are its biggest flaws. 
The message of the story is straightforward and well developed, but this 
forces some extreme predictability, especially in the latter half. We know 
that these women will experience hardships but will overcome them for 
the sake of the plot. Melfi slips into extremely familiar territory but 
manages to keep enough energy in the dialogue and characters that the 
payoffs are still satisfying. It should also be mentioned that, if you know 
any history involving the Space Race, the tension brought about by the 
uncertainty of the safety of John Glenn should be negligible.  
 Melfi uses his artistic freedom to extrapolate some of the issues 
that were prevalent in the true story of these figures. There is a sense of 
exaggerated bigotry from almost every character in the film, which adds 
to the oppressive nature of the protagonists’ plight, but takes away from 
the actual historical accuracy of the real women the film is celebrating. 
For instance, Al Harrison is a fictional character who never tore down 
“colored restroom” signs, Katherine Jackson never actually walked to 
another building to use the restroom, and Johnson did not have to receive 
a court order to attend engineering school. These inaccuracies are 
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partially forgivable, though, due to the overall theme of the film. I would 
have appreciated a more understated, realistic approach to the social 
prejudice in the culture at the time, because a fabrication of hostile plot 
elements does not lend to the heroism of the real-life women. 
Melfi has received backlash for establishing Harrison as a “white 
knight.” Melfi is white, and has been targeted by some media outlets for 
displaying a whitewashed version of the actual history. Melfi responded 
to criticism by saying, “We're all humans. Any human can tell any 
human's story. I don't want to have this conversation about black film or 
white film anymore. I wanna have conversations about film.” This is, to 
me, the purpose of the film. People and art should be judged based off of 
merits. Anyone can break barriers, and make films about breaking 
barriers, regardless of their race or situation.   
 Despite its superficial flaws, Hidden Figures is sharply poignant 
and thoroughly moving. It celebrates the rewards of merit and ambition, 
and highlights real heroes in a influential time period. This period is 
fleshed out and lively, and most of the performances are consistently 
compelling. Predictability and poor pacing weaken the narrative in the 
latter half, but the script, acting, and camerawork keep the audience 
engaged. Bravery is bravery, people are people, and cinema is cinema. 
Barriers can and have been broken, and Hidden Figures goes to show 
that a person’s measure has nothing to do with race or sex, but instead, 
character, work ethic, and determination.  
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